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Quietly, and each at their own pace, Carl and The Devil came to terms with the fact that their relationship had gone stagnant. Counseling was a bust, ditto couples therapy and attempts at spiritual growth. They'd reached a point where one could barely stand to brush against the other when they passed in the hall, and Carl had taken to sleeping on the living room sofa, but the house was in both of their names and they shared all the expenses besides, and neither one seemed willing to state the obvious aloud, that their love had become a sham, that their love had up and died.

It was summer and The Devil was bored and hot and the air conditioner was broken; Carl never took The Devil anywhere. Carl didn't behave the way he had when they were courting.

"Oh, bitch, bitch, bitch," said Carl.

They decided on a Greyhound trip to Portland to visit The Devil's ailing cousin, Henry, whom Carl disliked immensely. Still, there was a strip club in Portland that Carl was fond of, and that in itself might serve to make the whole thing bearable. He planned upon dropping The Devil at Henry's apartment and then making himself scarce for the thirty-six to forty-eight hours that followed. Carl was young and strong. He liked the drink and he liked the ladies and the drink was cheap and ladies liked him right back. His commitment to The Devil did not define him.

The bus smelled of fresh urine and spoiled milk; The Devil took the window seat. Carl sat quietly on the aisle and fantasized about quitting his job, about becoming a hobo, a beat poet, a bounty hunter. He watched the Devil read magazines; he watched The Devil sleep andwake and eat trail mix in great, frantic handfuls like petting zoo alfalfa pellets. Carl shuddered and sighed.

"Do you remember when I used to make you happy?" said The Devil.

The bus broke down in Weed, California, and while waiting for another to be dispatched, Carl and The Devil ate an early supper of chili dogs and rice pilaf at a dairy bar attached to a gas station in the center of town. They were silent for a time, then The Devil reached across the table and took Carl's hand.

"I want you to know," said The Devil, "that I'm done fighting for us."

The Devil looked tired, and a little swollen in the face and around the eyes. The Devil had broken an ankle the previous winter and stopped working out, even after the bone had mended properly, even after Carl purchased membership at the Y and a recumbent bike with the money from his yearly bonus. The Devil felt old and heavy and wept for hours some nights without explanation. Many, many things about The Devil had changed.

"Not here," said Carl.

"I'm not a fool," said The Devil. "Don't think that I'm a fool."

"I don't," said Carl. "Please. It's complicated."

"You can't even bear to look at me. I must sicken you."

"Can you keep your voice down?" said Carl. "Please?"

He noticed a couple in the next booth watching them, then they ducked their heads behind their menus and whispered and peered up again. Ghouls. Carl pushed his plate away. What a world it was. A world without dignity, a world without compassion or hope. He excused himself.

He stood in the men's room for a while; he looked in the mirror and smoked. The window was too high and small for him to climb through, but he stood on tiptoes and touched the warm pebbled glass with his fingers and he opened the window and stuck his hand outside. He opened the hand once, twice and again so it drew frantically at the air likea gasping mouth.

"Helen Keller having an orgasm," he said, and there was no one there to laugh. And, since there was no one there to laugh, Carl didn't have to laugh, either. He shut the window and left.

Carl and The Devil stood outside near the gas station and waited for their bus to arrive. Despite the heat, Carl offered The Devil his jacket. The Devil hooked Carl's jacket over one arm and held it.

"I want you to know," said The Devil, "that the first time I sawyour face it stopped my heart. It seemed uneconomical, to say theleast, for so much beauty to exist in such a small space. It seemed blasphemous to me, but in a perfect, sacred way, and I knew where Iwas going to be on that day, and the next day, and all the days forthe rest of my life."

"Stop," said Carl. "People will hear."

"It needed to be said," said The Devil. "I wanted you to know."

When the second bus arrived, Carl relinquished the window seat without argument, and as they passed over the Oregon border he set his hand on The Devil's knee and squeezed. It seemed to Carl, in the fading highway light, that The Devil had not just a lovely face, but the loveliest of faces, a careful, serious profile in repose, the curve of a cheek like a pincushion palm. Carl squeezed the Devil's knee harder.

"Hey," said Carl. "Hey."

But by then the moment had passed and The Devil was unmoved. There were sunglasses involved, and much pained sighing.

"Air conditioner is busted," said The Devil.

"What?" said Carl.

"The air conditioner is not working. On the bus, can't you tell? It's hot as a crotch. I could have stayed home and felt this way."

Carl pulled his hand away.

"Then do something about it," he said. "Make the air conditioner start, instead of just bitching about it. Wiggle your nose, or something. Say a magic word."

"Carl, my love," said The Devil, "I'm not a fucking genie." 